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Paraguayan President Luis Gonzalez Macchi is battling scandals, accusations of incompetence, and
coup rumors. His coalition government has disappeared and he has little support even within his
own party.
Gonzalez Macchi took office in March 1999 when President Raul Cubas Grau resigned following
Vice President Luis Maria Argana's assassination (see NotiSur, 1999-03-26). Gonzalez Macchi
is isolated politically, his approval rating is only 10% in opinion polls, his elected vice president
belongs to the opposition Partido Liberal Radical Autentico (PLRA) and is calling for him to resign,
and his party, the Asociacion Nacional Republicana (ANR, Partido Colorado) is not much more
supportive. If that weren't enough, Gonzalez Macchi faces impeachment after reports that his
official car was imported illegally after being stolen in neighboring Argentina or Brazil.

Smuggled bullet-proof car
The allegations come amid a failed government campaign to legalize and register Paraguay's 600,000
cars, 360,000 of which police estimate were bought on the black market. State prosecutor Alejandro
Nissen said March 6 the gray 1999 BMW 528i purchased by the president's office was imported
illegally, and he said his initial findings indicated it had been stolen abroad. He said the car's false
papers had been legalized by the government's notary after the president's office bought the car for
US$81,000. Two customs office (Direccion General de Aduanas de Paraguay) officials were arrested
for allegedly arranging the false certificates for the national registration of the car.
On March 8, Chamber of Deputies president Candido Vera Bejarano said he would lead an attempt
to impeach Gonzalez Macchi once a state prosecutor files a formal complaint. Vera Bejarano said
he was confident the 26 PLRA legislators would back the measure and he would also find support
among Macchi's Partido Colorado. Under Paraguayan law, at least 53 of the 85 deputes in the lower
house must vote to begin proceedings against the president.
The trial would be before the Senate. If Gonzalez Macchi were to step down, PLRA Vice President
Julio Cesar Franco would assume the post. "There is sufficient evidence for an impeachment and I
think legislators of many political currents will understand our serious responsibility to clarify these
illegal acts by people in power," Vera Bejarano said.
In the midst of the scandal, the Paraguayan government and the IDB signed two agreements aimed
at guaranteeing transparency in state transactions and purchases. Under the first agreement, the
IDB will give US$260,000 to develop a system covering public purchases. The second agreement
provides US$605,000 to develop a national anti- corruption plan. The technical cooperation grant
is to strengthen the office that runs the Plan Nacional Anticorrupcion (PNA). Raul Baginsky, IDB
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representative in Paraguay, said the project would contribute to the development of governability in
Paraguay.

Gonzalez Macchi's political troubles increase
Gonzalez Macchi asked his Cabinet to resign on March 12 after three ministers quit and put his
coalition government at risk. "I've listened to the demands of the people...who rightly ask us to
increase our efforts to get out of this crisis as soon as possible," Gonzalez Macchi said in a televised
speech. On March 7, Industry and Trade Minister Euclides Acevedo, Justice and Labor Minister
Silvio Ferreira, and Planning Minister Alberto Meyer all members of the Partido Encuentro Nacional
(PEN) quit to protest scandals involving the public works and finance ministers.
Public Works Minister Walter Bower is accused of participating in the torture of prisoners following
a failed coup attempt in May 2000, when he was interior minister. He is also accused of defrauding
the state as public works minister. Finance Minister Francisco Oviedo is being investigated for
allegedly helping falsify the documents to legalize Gonzalez Macchi's BMW.
"The people believe a decisive change in the government's policies is urgently needed, which is
why the PEN is proposing urgent measures," said a party statement. It demanded "restructuring the
Cabinet so that people are chosen who have the capacity and integrity to guarantee serious decisionmaking and are able to move the country forward." The PLRA left the coalition government in
February 2000 to protest what it considered an inadequate share of power. Now, with the PEN,
Paraguay's third-largest party, out, Gonzalez Macchi's government includes only members of his
Partido Colorado.
Vice President Franco said the Cabinet changes "are not sufficient" to overcome the political
and administrative crisis. The initiative is "a positive sign, but insufficient because it must be
accompanied by profound changes and concrete offers," he said. The president's lack of support was
underscored March 13 when the bishops conference (Conferencia Episcopal Paraguaya, CEP) turned
down a request to lead a new national dialogue, demonstrating the discontent among wide sectors
of the political, economic, and social groups.

Economy in crisis
Paraguay has been in a recession since 1995 and its foreign reserves of US$630 million are at their
lowest levels in a decade. As he approaches two years in office, Gonzalez Macchi announced new
measures ostensibly to resolve the economic crisis but more to save his presidency.
On March 16, the government presented its contingency plan to overcome the recession at the same
time the new ministers were sworn in. The measures included a call for a monitoring program with
the IMF. It proposed reducing the fiscal deficit to 2.1% of GDP and restructuring the national bank,
limiting its activities to loans to small and medium- sized farmers and agribusinesses.
Franco called the plan a "joke," saying it focuses on the short term "without many resources and in
an atmosphere of major corruption in public enterprises." Meanwhile, some 30,000 campesinos of
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the Federacion Nacional Campesino (FNC) marched toward the Congress building to demand that
30% of the harvested cotton be processed in Paraguay, and also asked for crop insurance and land
reform. "They are the same demands we have been making for more than five years and until now
the successive governments have just played with us," said Jacinto Espindola, a FNC member. "The
situation in the rural areas now is alarming; our people are suffering from hunger."
Another 5,000 rural workers and landless campesinos affiliated with the Organizacion Nacional
Campesina (ONAC) were also demonstrating to demand the industrialization of cotton and the
concession of soft credits. In addition, major labor organizations approved a general strike for May
2 to demand an increase in the minimum wage of US$186 a month, which has not been raised since
Feb. 1, 2000.

Scandal spread to courts
On March 10, the head of the Consejo de la Magistratura, Federico Callizo, said that between 25%
and 30% of the judges in Paraguay are corrupt or incompetent. When the courts have a vacancy,
the Consejo studies the background and record of candidates to choose three whose names then
go to the Corte Suprema for final selection. "Unfortunately, we have had unpleasant surprises
with people in whom we have placed our trust," he said to Asuncion daily ABC Color. He gave
the example of Judge Nunila Recalde of the city of Lambare who is now in the women's prison in
Asuncion. She was filmed, with court approval, when she took a million dollar bribe to free someone
charged with a minor crime.
On March 14, the Jurado de Enjuiciamiento de Magistrados de Paraguay began an investigation
of Asuncion Judge Jorge Bogarin Gonzalez who freed three senators loyal to former Gen. Lino
Cesar Oviedo, accused of being the intellectual author of the killing in March 1999 of nine young
demonstrators. The senators, Francisco Jose Appleyard, Octvaio Gomez, and Enrique Gonzalez
Quintana, were freed March 7, and are now supposedly under house arrest. The senators belong
to the Oviedo's Union Nacional de Colorados Eticos (UNACE) faction of the governing Partido
Colorado. Congress stripped the three of their legislative immunity and also removed them from the
legislature. After Bogarin Gonzalez freed them, they immediately went to the Congress demanding
their seats back.

-- End --
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